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THE PERSON
 IN THE PARSHA
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And Aaron 
Was Silent

He was an old man, and in many 
ways came from a very different 
world than I. And yet he taught 

me more than anyone else ever did. One 
of the things he taught me was that no one 
suffers as much as a parent who loses a 
child.

He delivered this lesson to me on a wintry 
day more than fifty years ago. He was my 
grandfather, my father’s father, and the 
family had just broken the news to him 
that his youngest grandchild, my baby 
cousin, had died. It was a sudden death, 
totally unexpected, and everyone was 
distraught. Grandpa too took the news 
very hard.

He then did something which surprised 
everyone present. He rose to leave the 
room, beckoning to me—his oldest 
grandchild, then fourteen—to accompany 
him. We both entered a small adjoining 
room in which there were a few sacred 

books, including a siddur. He opened the 
siddur, read from it for several moments, 
and then looked up to me, and tearfully 
whispered:

“There is nothing worse in the world than 
the death of one’s own child. A parent 
never recovers from such a blow. May the 
merciful God protect us all from such a 
fate.”

I will never forget those words. I remember 
them verbatim even today. And a lifetime 
of experience in the vocation of counseling 
has confirmed the truth of these words 
over and over again.

In this week’s Torah portion, Parshat 
Shemini, we read of just such a tragedy. On 
a bright and sunny spring day, somewhere 
in the Sinai wilderness, the Tabernacle is 
being inaugurated. It is an awesome spir-
itual experience in which “a divine fire 
descends from on high, in which all the 
people sing in unison, and fall upon their 
faces.”

It is the moment of a peak experience, for 
all the people, but especially for Aaron, the 
High Priest.

At that very moment, his two elder sons, 
Nadav and Avihu, step forward and 
commit a sacrilegious act which dispels 
the mood, and ruins the entire experience. 
Commentators differ widely as to exactly 
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what was the sin of these two sons of 
Aaron. Scripture just says that “they 
offered God a strange fire, something He 
did not command of them.”

I will never forget those 
passages in which he insists 
that he will never recover 
from his loss, that the wounds 
of a parent’s grief for his child 
can never heal

God’s wrath was expressed instantly. “A 
fire descended from before Him and con-
sumed them, and they died in the presence 
of God.”

A parent, a father, lost a child. Not 
just one, but two. Not through a long 
and debilitating illness but suddenly, 
unexpectedly. And not in any ordinary set 
of circumstances, but in the context of an 
act of sacred worship.

What is Aaron’s reaction? Does he moan 
and groan and rend his clothing? Does he 
scream out in grief? Or does he vent his 
anger against the God who took his boys 
from him?

None of the above. “Vayidom Aharon.” 
Aaron is silent. The silence of shock? 
Perhaps. The silence of acceptance of fate? 
Perhaps. Or, perhaps, the silence which 
results when the range and depth of one’s 
emotions are too overwhelming to express 
in words. But silence.

If the sage words that my grandfather 
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shared with me in my early adolescence 
are true, and I have every reason to believe 
that they are, Aaron remained silent about 
his grief for the rest of his life. Had he used 
the words of his ancestor Jacob, he could 
have said “I will go down to the grave in 
my agony.”

Soon after this episode in which my 
grandfather shared his wisdom with me 
I had the occasion to read a book which 
taught me a bit more about a grieving 
parent. It is quite possible that it was at 
precisely during the winter of my cousin’s 
death that I was assigned the book Death Be 
Not Proud by John Gunther in my English 
Literature class.

I somehow doubt that this book is still on 
the required reading lists of many tenth 
graders today. But if it is not on those lists, 
I certainly recommend that it be read, and 
particularly by teenagers who are learning 
their first lessons about life and its tragic 
disappointments.

In the book, the author describes his own 
son, who was taken from him by a vicious 
disease. He describes his son positively, 
but realistically. And he rages against the 
disease, and in some way, the Divine being 
who took his son from him. He insists to 
Death itself that it be not proud about its 
victory over its victim, his dear child.

It has been decades since I have read 
Gunther’s book, and it could very well be 
that I do not remember it with complete 
accuracy. But I do recall the poignancy and 
the power with which the author conveyed 
the full range of his painful emotions. And 
I will never forget those passages in which 
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but you could possibly do them. For when 
it comes to communications from G-d, you 
are unique, irreplaceable, sui generis, one 
of a kind.

This exchange presents a fundamental 
principle of the Torah: that G-d speaks 
to Moshe in a way that He does not, nor 
will He in the future ever do again with 
anyone else. When Moshe says that people 
come to him seeking G-d, what he means 
is: I have access to G-d. He speaks to me.  
(Speaking to G-d isn’t the trick; the trick is 
when He answers back.) Similarly, when 
Moshe says that he teaches G-d’s law, what 
he means is that G-d communicates those 
laws to him and to no one else.

This could very well be the prime purpose 
of this Yitro story. For, in the very next 
story, the giving of the Torah, the very 
same theme of Moshe’s uniqueness as the 
one to whom G-d speaks is central.

3rd aliya (18:24-27) Moshe heard.  
He chose judges, with only the 
most difficult cases brought to 

him. Moshe sent Yitro home.

It takes an honest leader to accept 
suggestions to improve. Moshe displays his 
honesty and humility – if the suggestion is 
good, embrace it. Just as Yitro accepted the 
news of the Exodus and affirmed One G-d, 
so too, Moshe admits he could improve his 
system. Two men of honesty and humility.

4th aliya (19:1-6) The people 
camped in the Sinai desert oppo-
site the mountain. Moshe as-

cended the mountain.  G-d told him: tell 
the people. If you will listen to Me, keep My 
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and culturally, without prejudice.

Secondly, as we saw in Parshat Va’era, 
each of our Forefathers was able to tolerate 
great frustration without losing their faith 
in the Almighty.

Thirdly, again in Parshat Va’era, each of 
them was grateful to the Almighty for the 
everyday blessings that most of us take for 
granted.

Fourthly, this time in last week’s Parshat 
Bo, they each demonstrated Kreatur-
gefühl, a deep awareness of having been 
created by the Almighty.

In this week’s Torah portion, two early 
twentieth century spiritual guides brought 
two additional characteristics of the 
“redeemed” individual to our attention.

Rabbi Grodzinski taught that the 
“redeemed” individual does not ignore the 
prevalence of evil in the world but disdains 
it and confronts it wisely and successfully.

And Rabbi Ziv, the Alter, gifted us with 
the insight that our relationship with 
the Almighty can be reciprocal. Yes, He 
is our Savior. But we can reciprocate His 
salvation by bringing honor to His name 
by acting ethically and honestly, even in 
the face of temptation.

As we draw ever closer to the Passover 
holiday, Chag HaPesach, we now have 
learned of no less than six paths to 
redemption, six paths to “seeing ourselves 
as if we personally were redeemed from 
Egypt.”

Which of the six will you choose as your 
path? Or will you try your hand at all six? 
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and families  
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Shevi and Jacob

he insists that he will never recover from 
his loss, that the wounds of a parent’s grief 
for his child can never heal.

Many are the lessons which students of 
Bible and Talmud have derived from the 
sad narrative contained in this week’s 
Torah portion. But there is at least one 
lesson which every empathic reader will 
surely learn as he or she attends to the 
opening verses of Leviticus 10.

It is the lesson contained in the mystery 
of Aaron’s reaction when his sons are 
consumed by a heavenly fire. For within 
the deafening silence of “Vayidom Aharon” 
are the depths of the terror which every 
parent dreads, and some parents have 
suffered. The dread of bereavement, of the 
loss of one’s child.

As always, in contemplating darkness, 
light stands out in contrast. Reflection 
upon death leads to an appreciation of 
life. The story of the death of Aaron’s 
children should, if nothing else, enable 
us to appreciate all the more those of our 
children who are alive and well.

As we embark upon this new post-Passover 
spring season, with all the springtime 
symbols in the way of life and renewal, let 
us celebrate and appreciate all of our own 
offspring, may they live and be well. 


